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The	 noun	 is	 the	 most	 fundamental	 grammatical	 category	 in	 all	 languages	 of	 the	 world,	
together	 with	 verbs.	 The	 core	 semantic	 properties	 of	 nouns	 are	 similar	 in	 all	 languages.	
Nouns	 are	 mastered	 by	 children	 from	 the	 earliest	 age	 and	 all	 children	 with	 language	













Nouns	 are	 defined	 by	 their	 form	 and	 their	 meaning	 (or	 function),	 as	 is	 the	 case	 for	 all	
language	 categories.	 The	 dual	 definition	 (form	 and	 meaning)	 of	 nouns	 underlies	 widely	
different	linguistic	approaches,	formalist	or	functionalist.	
	
Nouns	 are	 first	 defined	 by	 their	meaning:	 a	 prototypical	 noun	 is	 a	word	 that	 refers	 to	 an	
object	or	a	person.	For	example:	
	 This	is	a	book.	This	is	Peter.	
In	 these	utterances,	 “book”	and	“Peter”	are	nouns.	They	 refer	 to	objects	or	people	 in	 the	
world.	The	ability	to	refer	is	fundamental	to	what	a	noun	is.	In	these	examples,	“Peter”	does	
not	 need	 any	more	 information	 to	 be	 understood:	 this	 noun,	 a	 proper	 noun,	 has	 a	 clear	
unique	reference	in	a	given	context.	“book”,	on	the	contrary,	comes	with	a	determiner	“a”	
(see	 entry	 “Determiners”).	 Other	 determiners	 can	 be	 used,	 which	would	 induce	 different	






referents,	 which	 makes	 it	 possible	 to	 avoid	 the	 use	 of	 any	 grammatical	 markers,	 unlike	
common	 nouns	 (see	 below).	 Also,	 as	 they	 are	 unique,	 they	 are	 not	 ambiguous,	 so	 their	
grammatical	 category	 is	 lexically	 defined.	 Proper	 nouns	 can	 be	 extended	 to	 be	 used	 as	
common	nouns,	 in	which	case	they	are	accompanied	by	a	determiner	 like	common	nouns.	










The	 fact	 that	nouns	can	be	 identified	on	 the	basis	of	 the	 form	 is	 fundamental	 in	 language	
because	this	makes	it	possible	to	extend	the	reference	of	prototypical	nouns	to	things	that	
are	 not	 objects	 or	 persons.	 This	 explains	 how	 it	 is	 possible	 for	 example	 to	 extend	 the	
meaning	 of	 a	 verb	 to	 that	 of	 a	 noun.	 Another	 use	 is	 that	 a	 noun	 can	 refer	 to	 abstract	
principles,	to	actions,	to	elements	in	language,	to	qualities,	to	feelings,	etc.,	even	when	there	
is	no	actual	thing	that	can	be	pointed	at,	as	is	possible	for	an	object	or	a	person.	In	this	case,	









not	 “two	 informations”.	 In	 Spanish	 and	 French,	 nouns	 have	 gender,	 but	 there	 is	 no	
systematic	difference	between	count	nouns	and	mass	nouns.	In	German,	nouns	carry	gender	
and	number,	but	also	case,	which	indicates	the	relationship	between	a	noun	and	the	verb	it	
accompanies	 in	 an	 utterance.	 In	 Chinese,	 nouns	 do	 not	 carry	 any	 marker,	 but	 can	 be	
accompanied	by	classifiers	similar	to	those	that	exist	in	English	for	mass	nouns.	For	example,	
一本书	(yì	běn	shū)	which	means	“one	book”	corresponds	to	“one	(yì)	volume	(běn)	of	book	
(shū)”.	 The	 structure	 is	 similar	 to	 “a	 loaf	 of	 bread”	 (“of”	 is	 not	 necessary	 in	 the	 Chinese	












(i.e.	 nouns)	 are	 cognitively	 simpler.	 The	bias	 found	 for	 English-speaking	 children	 exists	 for	
many	 other	 languages.	 However,	 there	 are	 languages	 where	 this	 bias	 is	 not	 as	 strong,	
especially	 languages	 (Korean,	 Mandarin)	 where	 verbs	 are	 more	 frequent	 and	
morphosyntactically	less	complex	than	nouns.	














noun,	 but	 they	 are	 used	 in	 a	 syntactic	 position	where	 a	 noun	 phrase	 can	 occur	 and	 they	
express	meanings	that	cannot	be	expressed	using	nouns.	Also,	in	some	cases,	pronouns	can	




noun,	but	usually	as	 the	whole	noun	phrase.	The	 reference	 is	 semantic	and	preserves	 the	
gender	 and	 the	 number	 (for	 languages	 where	 these	 categories	 exist).	 However,	 the	
reference	does	not	take	into	account	the	syntactic	position	of	the	antecedent.	The	pronoun	





“him”	 in	 the	dative	case,	and	here	more	specifically	 the	recipient.	“He”	 is	marked	both	by	





the	second	person	(the	addressee).	This	 is	also	the	case	 in	speech	when	the	antecedent	 is	




Pronouns	 are	 traditionally	 divided	 into	 classes	 according	 to	 their	 syntactic	 role	 or	 their	
semantic	value:	personal,	possessive,	demonstrative,	relative,	interrogative,	indefinite.	
	
Personal	 pronouns	 refer	 to	 the	 grammatical	 person	 (first	 person,	 second	 person,	 third	
person).	In	some	languages,	personal	pronouns	can	have	different	lexical	values	depending	







directly	 to	 the	 subject	 (which	 corresponds	 to	 the	 nominative).	 Thus	 in	 Spanish,	 “hablo”	
means	“I	speak”	and	“I”	corresponds	to	the	suffix	“-o”.	This	form	is	different	from	the	second	
person	 and	 third	 person	 so	 clitic	 pronouns	 are	 unnecessary	 to	 discriminate	 persons.	 Clitic	
pronouns	 are	 important	 as	 they	 can	 create	 difficulties	 in	 language	 development	 and	 in	
children	with	language	disorders.	
	






Demonstrative	 pronouns	 are	 pronouns	 with	 deictic	 reference,	 which	 depends	 on	 the	
context	 shared	 by	 the	 speaker/writer	 and	 the	 hearer/reader.	 The	 reference	 can	 be	 to	 an	
object	in	a	conversation	or	some	shared	knowledge.	For	example:	
Look!	This	is	a	famous	painting.	






In	 English,	 relative	 pronouns	 are	 “that”,	 “which”,	 “who”,	 “whom”,	 “whose”,	 and	 the	 zero	





Interrogative	 pronouns	 are,	 in	 English,	 similar	 to	 the	 relative	 wh-pronouns,	 with	 the	













There	 is	a	 lot	of	 variation	 in	 the	mastery	of	pronouns	 in	 language	acquisition	because	 the	
category	 contains	 many	 elements	 that	 vary	 hugely	 in	 terms	 of	 phonological	 complexity,	
frequency,	and	grammatical	complexity.	The	main	results	in	the	acquisition	of	pronouns	by	
English-speaking	 children	 could	 be	 described	 as	 follows.	 When	 children	 start	 to	 combine	
words	 in	 their	 second	 year,	 they	will	 often	use	 their	 own	name	or	 a	 term	 such	as	 “baby”	
rather	than	“I”	or	“me”.	This	often	reflects	the	way	adults	speak	to	the	child	and	is	an	echo	
of	 child-directed	 speech.	 The	 first	 pronoun	 used	 productively	 is	 “it”,	 which	 is	 used	 for	
objects.	The	second	pronoun	used	productively	 is	one	with	 first	person	 reference,	 such	as	
“me”,	 “my”,	 “mine”,	 or	 “I”.	 Some	 confusion	 is	 observed	 in	 the	 use	 of	 pronoun	 cases,	
especially	 for	 subject	 pronouns.	 Similar	 confusion	 also	 occurs	 for	 object	 pronouns,	 for	








(SLI)	 have	 considerable	 difficulties	 with	 morphosyntactic	 markings,	 with	 complex	





difficult	 for	 children	with	SLI,	 as	 compared	 to	MLU-matched	normally-developing	children.	
Not	 all	 studies	 confirmed	 the	 existence	 of	 difficulties	 when	 comparing	 language-matched	
children,	but	the	difficulties	with	personal	pronouns	were	confirmed	when	comparing	age-
matched	children.	
Another	 example	 of	 specific	 difficulties	 with	 pronouns	 is	 the	 case	 of	 accusative	 clitic	
pronouns	 in	Romance	 languages.	 For	example,	 in	French-speaking	children,	 the	accusative	
clitic	 production	 remained	 weak	 long	 after	 childhood	 in	 adolescents	 whose	 language	
developed	 atypically,	 no	 matter	 what	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 atypical	 development	 was.	 It	
suggested	 that	 the	 computation	 involved	 in	 the	 production	 of	 these	 elements	 places	 a	
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